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the priest, his back to the congregation during the Elevation of the Host,
blocked any view of the wooden antependia embellished with Eucharistic
imagery. The evolved format of the verticalized retablo neatly solved the
resulting liturgical "problem" by literally "elevating" Eucharistic and complementary figurations well above the altar table. As an "altarpiece," any
retablo was, of course, intended to be a static but highly visual counterpart
to the kinetic choreography of the conventionalized and abstract ritual
passes of the ceremony of the Mass.
Berg Sobre has set out to provide us with a coherent and exhaustively researched statement about the known corpus of Spanish retables
executed between 1350 and 1500 and exclusively devoted to didactic displays of religious paintings. The author has unquestionably fulfilled her
announced goals in an enviable fashion and, therefore, this should remain
the definitive work on those particular materials within that specific time
frame. What is now called for is a similarly exhaustive study of the retablos
mayores of the later Renaissance and Baroque periods, when the paintings
usually became wholly subordinated (or even suppressed) due to new
sculptural and architectural concerns.
John F. Moffitt
New Mexico State University

Howard V. Hendrix, The Ecstasy of Catastrophe: A Study ofApocalyptic
Narrative from Langland to Milton, American University Studies 4, Peter
Lang, 1990, 394 pp., biblio., index, $65.00.
The Ecstasy of Catastrophe supports its thesis by examining ten significant Medieval and Renaissance texts: Piers Plowman, Pearl, The Tale
of the Sankgreal, L e Morte Darthur, The Faerie Queene, Book 1, and the
two Mutabilitie Cantos, Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson
Agonistes. Howard V. Hendrix carefully defines his terms of reference at
the start, clarifying, by appealing to etymology, that apocalyptic signifies
both the idea of unveiling and of end-time catastrophe. He contends
that there is a further duality that is paradoxical: an apocalypse within
and one without. Concurrent with this is an intersection of two orders of
being-the finite, temporal, and categorizable, and the infinite, eternal,
and noncategorizable. Parallel with the finite is a normative order (the
world of Kantian ethical imperatives) and the descriptive (the world of
ontological realities) .
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According to Hendrix, within apocalyptic literature a "revelatory
shift," a "radical differencing," occurs in a narrative when "what is" (the
descriptive) yields to what "ought to be." For Hendrix, the search for
apocalypse is a quest for an immediate "apprehension of the transcendent" (6) a process that is self-consuming in Stanley Fish's sense of the
term. In addition, there must be "holes" in the descriptive world to allow
for a different order of being. The ecstasy of catastrophe indicates that
we cannot "stand outside" (ekstasis) of the "overturning" (katastrophe) of
time, space, and incompletion (14). With these concepts in mind, Hendrix
undertakes analysis of these medieval and Renaissance texts, seeing them
as "a map of holes in maps rather than as a map of wholes" (15).
The treatment of Piers Plowman and Pearl is limited, particularly
given the complexity of the allegory of the former work. This necessary
restriction lessens the vigor of Hendrix's analysis, sometimes causing him
to reiterate parts of his thesis without sufficient investigation.
A stronger and more comprehensive case for apocalyptic texts is
made with Canto I of The Faerie Queene and the Mutabilitie Cantos. The
crucial battle between the normative (Red Cross) and the descriptive
(the Dragon) is seen as a recapitulation of Book I of The Faerie Queene, just
as Revelation encapsulates the Bible. In the Mutabilitie cantos Hendrix
sees the "clearest and most succinct statement in Spenser of the distinction
between the descriptive and the normative" (167).
Hendrix illustrates his comments copiously from Milton's major
poems, acknowledging the perspectives of Miltonists on the subject.
Hendrix more amply demonstrates his thesis in his discussion of Milton's
Paradise Lost than in the works he discusses elsewhere in his book. In the
end, Hendrix concludes (appealing to Fish) that the "self-consuming"
character of Paradise Lost is unlike other works in that the epic "paradoxically consumes the orthodoxies it sets out to justify" (345). A weakness
of this argument is its failure to give sufficient consideration to books 11
and 12 (briefly mentioned in the final page of the chapter on Paradise
Lost), which are central to the future vision of the poem and the outcome
of its argument.
Errors not corrected while the text was proofread and an inadequately
categorized index make Hendrix's text somewhat distracting. His diction
is often arcane, a bane of contemporary critical theory (e.g., "ultimately
unmetamorphorizable transcendental signifieds" [13]; "doppelgangering"

[79]; "himerotic" [167]).
The Ecstasy of Catastrophe, despite these easily adjustable shortcomings, is a useful contribution to medieval and Renaissance studies
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insofar as it engages some of the most influential and significant texts
with directness and with an awareness of current critical perspectives.
Also it is gratifying to see historical scholarship judiciously sharing the
focus of attention.
Clement H. Wyke
University of Winnipeg

Lois Roney, Chaucer's Knight's Tale and Theories of Scholastic Psychology,
University of South Florida Press, 1990, xviii, 376 pp., ill., biblio., index,
$36.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paperback) .
Chaucer's Knight's Tale and Theories -of Scholastic Psychology seeks to

demonstrate that scholastic philosophy and theories of scholastic psychology intimately shaped Chaucer's Knight's Tale and led him to propose
a new view of human psychology. Each of the three main sections develops
Lois Roney's thesis. First, Chaucer's characterizations of Palamon and
Arcite (the two young knights who compete for Emelye's heart) are
designed to reflect debates between two competing schools of scholastic
psychology, a debate Chaucer resolves with his own theory embodied in
Theseus. Second, the three temples and Palamon's and Arcite's champions
in the tournament reflect the three acts of thinking in scholastic psychology,
a psychology Chaucer rejects in favor of his own more subjective and realistic theory embodied in Saturn's monologue. Last, the pagan setting of
the Knight's Tale, with its precise reflection of scholastic philosophy, is
Chaucer's humanist refutation of the common scholastic position that
fiction contains no truth.
Defending so bold a thesis demands a carefully orchestrated and
detailed defense. However, the book's dazzlingly wide-ranging generalizing
method often focuses on the thesis rather than the defense, thus leaving
the reader unconvinced by the evidence offered to support its many claims.
As chapter one suggests, "simplifications" of the complex intellectualist
and voluntarist psychologies were "common conceptual currency" (57).
The support for this claim, part of which appears at the end of a lengthy
note (305), rests on the Knight's Tale itself and Roney's personal view of
history and the human intellect, not on other contemporaneous materials.
Thus the first section connects the two "simplifications" (personified by
Palamon and Arcite) to elements in the competing scholastic traditions
rather than showing-from a balanced and detailed presentation of the

